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Lessons Learned Record of Interview 


MS) 



Stare and OMB: The relationship between State and 0MB is similar in that 0MB acts as the check to 
State budgetuig requests. The OMB often tackles requests without clear plaiming/prograumiiiig and cost 
estimates linked to policy initiatives. Again, as with the NSC. OMB's impact is most evident wheit 
policies have to be translated into money. As an example, between 2005 and 2007. reductions in 
budgeting for Afglianistan were proposed in order to rationalize the unspent money from previous years. 
This decision by the OMB was unwelcome as policymakers argued that the political signal sent by a 
budget reduction at a turning pouit in the war effort would adversely a Beet overall messaging and 
indirectly reconstniction efforts on the groiuid. The articulation of goals for the purpose of budgeting and 
prograiiuning was largely secondaiy^ to the political implications of budgeting. 

• *'lf we reduced the budget, we reduced coiimiitment" 

• “How much love do we show them?" 


Planning and Forecasting 

The OMB worked close with agencies to translate policies into program plamiing. A nimiber of conflict 
zone specific causes made the planning process luiiquely complicated. 

The volatility and uncertainty impacting reconstniction prograiiuning hi Afghanistan made it panicularly 
difficult for agencies to plan and forecast. While the CSO at State has a theoretical model to plan and 
budget for reconstruction in conflict zones, in reality the plaimiug process is extremely ad hoc changing 
constantly with shifts in political and militaiy' priorities. 

• “One year comiteniarcotics would be at the top of the agenda, another year governance and 
democracy. The plaiming and budgeting process for the year would be focused on the new 
priorities, meanwhile suppoiiiiig all the pre-existing prograumiiug." 
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Lessons Learned Record of Interview _ 

• “State forecasting ability got belter over tiiue. but evety^ conflict is idiosyncratic in the way 
strategy people and budget people look at it. The political element is the wildcard. ' 


Good ideas mismatched with realities on the ground. The program ideas drawn up by agencies were 
often good but factors like poor security, staffing shonages. poor partner capacity, and need for vetting 
were not adequately reflected in the budgeting or timeftame for implementation. -\s a result. .Agencies 
routmely ended up with gluts of funding sitting in the pipeline waiting to be spent. .At one point, these 
gluts were so significant that 0MB began considering plans to offload ftmds to imeniational 
organizations that luid the “capacity* and time to spend the money". State got bener at planning tlirougli 
the comse of the war. 

• “Tliere was an underestimation by agencies about how easy it is to spend money in a war zone. " 

No longterm plan. .An overarching problem that deeply impacted budgeting and plamiing was the 
absence of a longtenn plan. The ongoing clianges in ‘political optics' led to the refonnulation of 
budgeting on an aiuiual and sub-aimtial basis. Tliis budgeting flu.\ was symbolic of the lack of clarity* at 
the policy and planning levels. Tlie assmance of commitment to .Afghanistan in ftiuding tenns was 
constantly recahbrated based on political imperatives in DC. inteniationally and in .Afgiianistau. Pledges 
made by the US at iiiteniatioual conferences became a proxy for signaling longterm commitment to 
compensate for tlie year on year changes in tlie acmal budgeting, wliich were subject to a host of 
pressures. One significant pressure in the 2003 to 2010 timeframe was the diaw of resomces towaid Iraq 
and away from .Afghanistan. 

“Intangible goals'*: Programs were difficult to budget for because the amis pursued were often 
‘intangible'. For example, the policy directive to increase capacity to govern was so wide ranging and 
open to interpretation tliat plamiing :uid budgeting for such initiatives was difficult. Questions as to what 
the policy implied in tangible tenns as well as wliat the bar for achievement should be were left 
unanswered. .Another example: State's policy to strengthen MOF could range from providing advisors to 
building facilities or protecting employees. The lack of clarity on the tangible outcomes of policy 
directives often filtered into chaotic plamiing processes and the programs. 


O.MB .Analysis Process 


KbK^ 


• “OMB sits at the crossroads between policy fonnation. implementation and budget execution 
in tenns of wht it would cost to deliver on an objective. " 

• “One year we would spend a lot of time on the .ANSF. Another year we'd spend a lot of tune 
on comitemarcotics-eradication was big at the time. We were looking at aerial spra\ing. 
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Lessons Learned Record of Interview 

Then by the time the money was obligated it was decided that we weren*t going do aerial 
spraying. Then we were dealing with the surge. The surge of civilian staff had huge budget 
implications so we had to wrestle with that.** 


The Budget Process 

Budgeting for Afghanistan reconstruction is divided between the annual/base budget and emergency 
supplemental appropriations. 

Annual/Base Budget 

• Agency sends budget request to 0MB around September. 

• 0MB discusses agency request with NSC 

• OMB then sends the request back to the agency with NSC inputs around Thanksgiving The 
process/document is called Tassback’ 

• Between Thanksgiving and Januaiy OMB has a debate with the agency about the Passback. 

• The final budget is agreed on in February and subsequently presented to Congress 

Supplemental Budget 

The supplemental budget is not guided by a timeframe as in the case of the annual/base budget. 
Supplemental budgets can be used as a tool to request streams of funding outside the base budgeting in 
order to maximize flexibility and increase funding approvals. They are also not as closely documented, as 
discussions surrounding supplemental budgeting are predominantly informal. Each administration 
approaches supplementals differently. For example, Supplementals during the Bush administration were 
frequem (one or sometimes two a year) and submitted in an ad hoc manner (no particular time during the 
year). In some cases, the budget items in the supplemental were well defined and formulated during the 
annual budget process but kept out of the annu^ budget and introduced after the annual budget was 
passed. In other cases, supplementals included budget requests that materialized between budget cycles. 
The Obama administration followed a more formulaic approach with supplementals, primarily including 
Afghanistan reconstruction requests in the OCO supplemental that was submitted alongside the annual 
budget. 


• Re: Budget - “Every year was a debate.** 

• “Supplementals are a double-edged sword. The upside is that they got us what we needed to 
achieve policy goals. The downside is that they did not require a long term plan and supported 
haphazard, incoherent overall strategy.** 


Budget Timing and War Schedule (TBQ 

Misalignment of Obligations/Disbursements with Con/Uct Dynamics (Seasonal shifts in ftghting 
tempo, poppy production, troop/insurgent mobility) 

There seemed to be a misalignment with the US fiscal year funding cycle and the tempo of the conflict 
and poppy growing season. Absorption capacity was a significant challenge in Afghanistan. Absorption 
capacity challenges were additiondly exacerbated by the iterative nature of program development. If 
objectives shifted in Washington, a program or effort might stall or need recalibration even as money 
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